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ABSTRACT 



Prepared to assist Congress in its deliberations of various 
child care proposals, this report identifies key child care center standards 
that are critical in helping to ensure high quality child care. The article 
also examines the extent to which states incorporate these standards into 
their own standards, and discusses other important issues that relate to 
child care standards and their effect on quality. The analysis clearly shows 
that the standards which appear to be good predictors of high quality child 
care are those which focus on caregiver education and training, 
child-to-staf f ratios, group sizes, and safety and health. Except for group 
size, all states have standards in the key areas identified, although the 
extent to which state standards reflected those set by the National 
Association for the Education of Young Children and the National Health and 
Safety Performance Standards varied. The report also discusses other key 
issues that affect child care quality, including caregiver turnover and 
caregiver wages. (JPB) 
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July 31, 1998 



The Honorable Sander Levin 
Ranking Minority Member 
Subcommittee on Human Resources 
Committee on Ways and Means 
House of Representatives 

The Honorable Fortney Pete Stark 
Ranking Minority Member 
Subcommittee on Health 
Committee on Ways and Means 
House of Representatives 

The Honorable Matthew Martinez 
The Honorable George Miller 
House of Representatives 

Subject: Child Care: Use of Standards to Ensure High Quality Carp 



In recent decades, child care has grown in importance as a means of helping 
working families secure and maintain their economic self-s uffi ciency. The 
number of working women with children, especially those with children under 
6 years of age, has increased dramatically. Of women with children under the 
age of 6, about 39 percent were in the labor force in 1975; in March 1997, 65 
percent were in the labor force. To care for these 10.3 million children during 
working hours, parents use different types of child care arrangements; of these, 
child care centers provide care for the largest proportion of children with 
working mothers— almost 30 percent. 1 Recognizing the importance of child care 




Approximately 25 percent of children are cared for by relatives other than 
their parents, either in the relative’s home or the child's; 24 percent are cared 
for by their parents; and 5 percent are cared for by nonrelatives in the child's 
home. See Census Bureau, "Who's Minding Our Preschoolers? Fall 1994 
Update," Current Population Reports (Washington, D.C.: Department of 
Commerce, Nov. 1997). 
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to working families, both the Administration and the Congress have introduced 
and are considering various child care proposals affecting the federal role in 
child care, including the issue of child care quality. 

Research shows that high quality child care can have a positive impact on the 
social, emotional, cognitive, and physical development of all children, 
particularly those who are considered at risk for school failure. While 
definitions of high quality care are not precise, research and best professional 
practices have shown that there are identifiable features of child care settings 
that are associated with high quality care. Organizations such as the National 
Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC) 2 and the Maternal 
and Child Health Bureau (MCHB) 3 have translated these features into 
standards. These standards, which are very specific and embody a high level of 
care, were developed as tools that could be used by individual programs, 
states, and localities to help assess the quality of specific child care settings 
and structure the delivery of high quality child care services. 

State and local governments are responsible for the oversight of child care 
providers that operate in their state. Each state establishes its own child care 
standards, determining the areas that the standards will cover and the specific 
measures against which provider compliance will be determined. While child 
care providers are required to meet a state's standards to legally operate in that 
state, the standards established by the NAEYC and MCHB are voluntary, not 
mandatory. 4 



2 NAEYC is the nation's largest association of early childhood professionals. Its 
purpose is to improve professional practice in early childhood care and 
education and increase public understanding of high quality early childhood 
programs. It also accredits, through a voluntary system, early childhood 
education centers and schools. 

3 MCHB is part of the Public Health Service, Department of Health and Human 
Services (HHS). It is responsible for promoting and improving the health of 
mothers and children through the programs that it oversees. 

“States and localities exempt some providers from meeting standards, typically 
family child care homes— those who provide child care in their homes and serve 
a small number of children. Centers, on the other hand, are most often 
required to comply with state and local standards. However, some centers may 
also be exempted, such as those offering only part-day services or those 
affiliated with a religious or government entity. 
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The federal role is extremely limited, requiring child care standards in only a 
few federal programs, including Head Start and the Child Care and 
Development Block Grant (CCDBG). 5 Although the federal role is limited, 
standards for child care providers are considered an important factor for 
ensuring child care quality, particularly for child care centers, which care for a 
large percentage of children. Therefore, to help the Congress in its 
deliberations of various child care proposals, you asked us to (1) identify the 
key child care standards for centers that are critical in helping ensure high 
quality child care, (2) examine the extent to which states incorporate these 
standards into their own standards, 6 and (3) discuss other important issues that 
relate to child care standards and their effect on quality. To identify key child 
care standards, we analyzed numerous studies and interviewed experts, 
researchers, and federal and state officials who are knowledgeable about child 
care standards. Because we needed specific measures for these standards with 
which to compare state standards, we used the National Health and Safety 
Performance Standards: Guidelines for Qut-of-HOme Child Care Programs 
(T992") (NHSPS), developed by MCHB, and the Accreditation Criteria and 
Procedures of the National Academy of Early Childhood Programs f 199 11 . 
developed by NAEYC. We used these sources because they are nationally 
recognized standards for providing high quality care to children. 

We used data from two sources to review state standards for child care 
centers: the National Resource Center for Health and Safety in Child Care 
(NRC) at the University of Colorado and the Center for Career Development in 
Early Care and Education at Wheelock College. We used NRC's database, 
which contains child care standards for 50 states and the District of Columbia, 7 



5 Head Start provides child care and comprehensive health and social services 
to children ages 3 to 5 years and their families. Head Start programs across 
the United States must comply with performance standards established by 
HHS. CCDBG provides federal funds to states primarily to subsidize child care 
costs for qualified parents and their families. It requires states to have 
standards in certain areas, such as prevention and control of infectious 
diseases, that providers must comply with if they serve children subsidized 
with CCDBG funds. However, the law does not dictate to states the specific 
content or stringency of the standard. 

6 Some states allow their local governments to develop additional child care 
standards that providers in the locality must meet. This report, however, 
focuses on state standards. 

7 For purposes of this report, we consider the District of Columbia as a state. 




3 



GAO/HEHS-98-223R Child Care Standards 



